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FORT KING
Unmarked and almost forgotten the site of Fort
King, one of the historic spots of Florida, is to be found
three miles east of Ocala. Established about one
hundred years ago, the place was for many years the
center of affairs concerning the Florida Indians. For
many months during the year 1835 news from Fort
King was anxiously awaited in Washington by the Administration and to this point the President of the
United States and his Secretary of War dispatched
many messages, or talks as the Indians described
them ; and from Fort King came back the reports from
the Indian Agent that the Seminoles were in a rebellious mood and war was possible.
At the present time this bygone storm center is
dotted with giant oaks and pines with nothing to indicate to the visitor that it was once the place of stirring scenes incident to the pioneer days of Florida.
The red man no longer breaks the silence of the hammock with his war whoop, but one who stands on this
historic spot may easily imagine the hardships of those
who endeavored to discharge their official duties as
soldiers and officers of the government in their difficult dealings with the Seminoles and Micasukies.
When, in the year 1821, Spain ceded the Floridas to
the United States, the Indians occupied much of the
northern part of the newly acquired territory and it
was the recommendation of General Andrew Jackson
that they be removed in order that the public lands
there might be sold and the country settled by white
people. ‘The most numerous tribe in Florida were
known as Seminoles, a branch of the great Creek nation to the north. Under the leadership of Secoffee,
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a famous chief who seceded from the Creeks and with
his followers invaded Florida prior to the year 1737 1
and had established himself on the plains of Alachua
(Alach-way, Lauchua, Louchie, Alach-chu-waw) , they
had by force of superior numbers overawed the Micasukies or Florida Indians.
The Seminoles claimed the country and resented
the idea that the King of Spain could sell them and
their lands without their consent. This situation called
for negotiations and in 1823 a treaty was signed at
Moultrie Creek, near St. Augustine. 2 James Gadsden,
William P. Duval, territorial governor, and Bernardo
Segui were the commissioners on the part of the United
States.
By this treaty 3 the Indians agreed to leave their
homes in the western and northern part of the territory and remove into a district set apart for them, the
northern boundary of which was in the neighborhood
of the present city of Ocala. Included in the treaty
was an agreement on the part of the United States that
an agent of the government was to reside among the
Indians, look after their affairs, and superintend the
gunsmith and blacksmith shop to be established for
the benefit of the Indians. Governor Duval was exofficio Superintendent, of Indian Affairs, and spent
much time and energy endeavoring to reconcile the
Indians to their new location. He made a personal investigation of the country and explored it rather thoroughly. The lower part of the peninsula, with the
exception of a few spots on the coast, was not used by
the Indians except for hunting purposes. Governor
Duval seems to have entertained a very poor opinion
1
2

Coe, Red Patriots, Cincinnati., 1898, pp. 7, 8.
American State Papers. Indian Affairs. Vol. II. 437.
This treaty complete appears in Sprague, The Origin, Progress, and Conclusion of the Florida War. New York, 1848, pp.
20-22 .
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of the fertility and resources of the country allotted
to the Indians. In the course of his explorations it was
found that the hammock lands in the neighborhood
of Ocala would not fall within the boundary established
and surveyed by Colonel Gadsden and a request was
made by the Indians, with the approval of the agent
and. Governor Duval, that the northern limit of the
reservation be extended. This matter being presented
to the President of the United States the boundary line
was duly extended and Governor Duval, finding a suitable place a few miles to the eastward of the military
road running from the Georgia boundary to Fort
Brooke at Tampa, located the Indian agency there and
it was named Camp King.
In 1822 Colonel Gad Humphrey, a former resident
of New York; was appointed Indian Agent and for
some time after his arrival in Florida spent much of
his time at Tampa Bay and on the Apalachicola and
St. Johns rivers discharging the duties of his office.
The exact date of the selection of the site of the agency
cannot be determined from records now available, but
in a letter of Thomas L. McKinney, Superintendent of
Indian Affairs in the War Department, dated February 25, 1825, addressed to Governor Duval, it would
appear that the selection of the site for the agency
was made about that time. Mr. McKinney says in his
letter, “You can now advise Colonel Humphrey, the
agent, in regard to, a selection of the location for the
agency, about which it appears owing to the want of a
salubrious spot within the heretofore ceded limits he
found some difficulty.”
Then, a few months thereafter, we find Colonel
Humphrey writing letters from the “Florida Agency”.
A little later the sum of $2,000.00 was allowed for the
erection of a council house to be used for holding meetings with the Indians. In one letter Colonel Hum-
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phrey was commended for his intention to cultivate
ground adjacent to the agency, for the reason that his
example would be a good one for the Indians to follow.
It is evident that the site selected had at one time been
used by the Indians for crude farming operations, and
this fact probably influenced its selection. Records of
the War Department show that Fort King as a military post was established in March, 1827. Governor
Duval had repeatedly advised Mr. Calhoun, the Secretary of War, that a military post be established “on
the Southern frontier of Alachua” and it is probable
that this advice resulted in the establishment of a
military post at the agency.
A few years after the tedious process of removing
the Indians from their homes and farms in northern
and western Florida to the new reservation had been
accomplished, General Jackson was elected President
of the United States. It appears that the policy of
his administration was to further harass the Florida
Indians and if possible to remove them to the West,
and this in spite of the fact that the treaty of Camp
Moultrie had provided that the Indians, if they moved
to the lands allotted to them, should remain unmolested
for twenty years. In order to carry out this plan
Colonel James Gadsden was again commissioned to
treat with the Florida tribes. He sailed South with a
schooner loaded with provisions, presents and a goodly
quantity of rum, and entered the St. Johns River and
thence went into the Ocklawaha where he negotiated
what is known as the Treaty of Payne’s Landing. 4
This treaty provided that the Indians should be removed at the expense of the United States to the West,
and that they were to leave Florida forever. It was
also provided that a delegation of the Indians should
4

This

,

treaty also is in Sprague, op. cit., pp. 74-76.
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visit the, West to inspect the lands on which it was
proposed to settle them. There is much doubt as to
whether the rank and file of the Indians understood
the agreement, and it was the misunderstanding and
disagreement about its validity that brought on the
Indian war and caused Fort King to be the center of
activities in the long negotiations over the treaty dispute.
Prior to the time of the treaty many subjects for
discussion came up to be heard at Fort King. Among
these was the demand and claim for damages made by
white people against the Indians for alleged depredations and the demands from Georgia and further north
for fugitive slaves supposed to be within the Indian
reservation. The Indians were reluctant to enter into
council meetings, as many demands were made upon
them. An example of the feeling of the Indians is the
following extracts from remarks made at a meeting
held at Fort King Agency on January 14, 1829. Tokose Emathla, generally known as John Hicks, said in
part: 5

.

Our great father in Washington is our friend. He is our
brother. I wish to send a few words to him from my people.
. . . We want no long talk. We wish to have it short and
good. We are Indians and the whites think we have no sense,
but what our minds are we wish our big father to know. . . .
I was told that if one man kills another we must not kill any
other man in his place, but to find the person who committed
the murder and kill him. . . . A black man living among the
whites has killed one of my people and I wish to know who
is to give me redress; will my big father answer? When our
law is allowed to operate we are quick, but they say the black
man is subject to the laws of the white people. Now I want
to see if the white people do as they say. . . . We wish our big
father to answer whether he will have the black man tried for
the murder of one of our people. If he will give him up to us,
the sun shall not move but he has justice done to him. We
5

Sprague, pp. 66-67.
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work for justice as well as white people do. I wish my friend
and father to answer. I agreed to send away all the black
people who had no masters and I have done it, but still they
are sending to me for negroes. When an Indian has bought a
black man they come and take him away again, so that; we have
no money and negroes. The white man sells us negroes and
then turns around and claims them again, and our big father
orders us to give them up. My big father is living and has not
forgotten the talk we had but we have to make talk over again.
. . . The white people say we owe them - it is not true. . . .
We understand that Mr. Bellamy has received from the governor, $1600.00. What is it for? The Indians do not owe him
anything. He has lost no property by us. We have taken
none of his cattle. If a tiger has killed one it is charged
to the Indians. If they stray away and are lost for a time it is
charged to the Indians. He has lost nothing by us, but my
people have suffered by him. He has taken all the Indians’
hogs he could lay his hands on. He has taken hogs from me.
Will our great father see that this man restores to us what he
has unjustly taken from us, for we look to the big father to fulfill his promises? We understand that Colonel Pyles has received some of the money that is due us; he is a good man,
when we were perishing with hunger he gave us to eat and
drink. He is entitled to what he received. . . . By stopping our
money (annuity) the Governor has prevented our paying just
debts, the debts we owe to the licensed Indian traders who
have trusted us. . . . I am getting very old and I wish my bones
to be here. I do not wish to remove to another land. Why does
Colonel White plague me so much about going over the Mississippi? We hurt nothing in this land. I have told him so
before.

Colonel Humphrey resigned his position as Indian
Agent in 1832 and was succeeded by Major John Phagan, who accompanied the Seminole delegation to the
western country. From the record left by Major Phagan he was not a success as an Indian agent and the
Indians, supported by white, witnesses, charged him
with rather shady practices in his dealings with them.
General Wiley Thompson of Georgia was appointed
agent during the year 1833 and served as such until
his death at the hands of Osceola, or Powell as he was
known to the whites.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol5/iss3/6

6

Cubberly: Fort King

145
The occupation of the post by the military was
not continuous as is shown by a resolution of the Legislative Council of 1832 requesting the Secretary of
War “to order a company of United States’ Troops
(mounted if practicable) to be stationed at the military post, known formerly when garrisoned, as Camp
King.” 6
During the administration of General Thompson
many councils were held at Fort King in the years
1834 and 1835 relative to the proposed removal of the
Indians to the West. Thompson, like Humphrey, seems
to have been a man of good intentions and honest in
his administration. He was disposed to be friendly
and just to the Indians, but both Thompson and Humphrey had to contend with a certain element of the
white population who were bent on claiming negro
slaves of the chiefs, and with another class of whites,
the whiskey dealers and unlicensed traders, who hung
about the borders of the Indian reservation and whose
presence and influence with the Indians caused trouble
for the well-behaved Indians and the Agent.
It is in this period that Osceola, the celebrated Indian, appears on the scene. Many writers have described the conduct of Osceola 7 and the councils held
at Fort King. One incident is described as follows:
“Here Osceola, hot-blooded young chief of the Seminoles, drew out his knife and stuck it into the table
crying ‘The only treaty I will ever make with the
whites is with this.’“8 But a careful search of the correspondence from officials at Fort King to the authorJournal of the Legislative Council of the Territory of
Florida, 1832, p. 47.
7
Cohen, Notices of Florida and the Campaigns, Charleston,
1836, pp. 233-237.
8
Coe, op. cit. p. 51; Sprague, p. 80; Fairbanks, History of
Florida, Philadelphia, 1871, p. 283.
6
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ities at Washington covering this period fails to disclose this alleged dramatic conduct of Osceola.
In a letter 9 dated June 3, 1835, General Thompson
gives an account of the arrest and confinement in irons
of Osceola thus:

A few days ago Powell, one of the most bold, daring and
intrepid chiefs of the Nation, and one who has been more hostile
to emigration and has thrown more embarassments in my way
than any other, came to my office and insulted me by some
insolent remarks. He had done so before and I then apprised
him of the consequences, should he venture to do so again. He
apologized and I forgave. In this connection I confined him in
irons as I was fully satisfied the crisis had arrived when it
became indispensable to make an example of him. On the
next day after he was arrested, he sent to me a proposition to
sign the acknowledgment of the validity of the treaty and
begged that I would release him. I informed him that without
satisfactory security that he would behave better and prove
faithful in the future he must remain in confinement. He sent
for some of the principal chiefs and begged them to intercede
for him. They did so. I then informed him that I would put
his sincerity to the test by releasing him and relying on his word
to come in a few days, meet these friendly chiefs and in council subscribe to the acknowledgment of the treaty. He replied
that he would not only do it himself, but would bring others
with him. . . . True to his professions he this day appeared
with 79 men of his people and redeemed his promise. I now
have no doubt of his sincerity.

On December 26, 1834, at a council with the Indians, Osceola for the first time, as it appears from the
record, addressed the Indians, and General Thompson,
in a letter to Lewis Cass, Secretary of War, states: 10
After the business was disposed of Powell, a bold man
and a determined young chief who has been perhaps more
violently opposed to removal than any other, made some remarks in the council, evidently under excited feelings. I at
once entered into a very forceful conversation with him in
which I expressed my regret that a chief who had acted so
manly and correctly in all other matters should have acted so
9
10

24th Congress, 1st Sess., Executive Documents 638.
Ibid.
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unwisely in regard to the Treaty of Payne’s Landing. He

replied that he looked to the Camp Moultrie treaty as the one

in force. Osceola said that as Thompson had to obey the President, so he, Osceola, was bound to obey the chiefs over him. I
then asked him if any act of mine had shown any unkindness
or want of friendship toward him or his people. He with
emphasis replied, ‘I know that you are my friend, friend to
my people. . . .” The result was that we closed with the
utmost good feelings and I have never seen Powell and the
other chiefs so cheerful and in such a fine humor at the close
of a discussion upon the subject of removal.

In the fall of 1835 it became apparent to the authorities that the Indians would not submit to removal
without a struggle. Charley Emathla, an Indian who
lived northwest of the agency and who had agreed to
remove, was murdered by Osceola and his followers 11 in
fulfilling a threat that they would kill any Indian that
would agree to remove, and thenceforward the Indians
declined to enter into council meetings ; some of the
friendly Indians going to Tampa Bay to await transportation to the West by water, and others retiring
into the swamps of South Florida prepared to resist
the forces of the Government. There was only a small
force of soldiers stationed at Fort King, and General
Clinch, commander of the United States forces in
Florida, recommended an addition to the forces at
Fort King and elsewhere in the State for the purpose
of making an impression upon the Indians and for the
protection of, the inhabitants. At that time General
Clinch owned a plantation, near what is now Fairfield
in Marion County, known as Lang Syne plantation and
afterwards as Fort Drane. Major Dade was ordered
from Key West to Tampa and from Tampa to Fort
King to reinforce the garrison there and on December
28, 1835, while on the march to Fort King he was at11
Staff Officer (Woodbourn Potter), The War in Florida,
Baltimore, 1836, pp. 96-97.
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tacked and practically his entire command destroyed. 12
On the same day Osceola, lurking in the neighborhood
of Fort King with a small band of followers, ambushed
General Thompson, and thus had his revenge for his
arrest and detention by the General. 13
Lieutenant Harris in a letter to the Commissary
General relates the facts of the death of General
Thompson as follows:
I regret that it becomes my first duty on my arrival here
to be the narrator of a story which will be, I am sure, as painful for you to hear as it is for me, who was almost an eye
witness to the bloody deed, to relate to you. Our excellent
superintendent, General Wiley Thompson, has been most cruelly
murdered by a party of hostile Indians, and with him Lieutenant Constantine Smith of the 2nd regiment of artillery,
Erastus Rogers, the sutler of the post, together with his two
clerks - a Mr. Hisler and a boy called Robert.
This occurred on the afternoon of the 28th instant, between three and four o’clock. The troops, with the exception
of Captain Lendrum’s company of the 3rd artillery, had been
withdrawn on the 26th to reinforce General Clinch at Lang Syne
plantation, preparatory to his striking a blow at the families
of the Indians supposed to be concealed in the swamps and
hammocks of the Withlacoochee River, with the hope of bringing on a general engagement. The departure of the detachment
had rendered precaution more necessary, and all those attached
to the fort or agency had been required to move within the picketing. General Thompson slept within the defenses and passed
the greater part of the day at the agency offices, about one
hundred yards beyond the works. The sutler had moved his
goods into the fort, but was in the habit of eating his meals at
his house, some six or eight yards off, skirting a thick hammock
to the northwest of us. His clerks ate with him.
On the day of the massacre Lieutenant Smith had dined
with the general, and after dinner invited him to take a short
stroll with him. They had not proceeded more than three hundred yards beyond the agency office when they were fired upon
by a party of Indians who rose from ambush in the hammock,
12
13

Cubberly, The Dade Massacre. (67th Cong. 1st Sess., Sen. Doc. 33)

Potter, op. cit.

pp. 109-l11.
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within sight of the fort and on which the sutler’s house borders.
The reports of the first rifles fired, the war-whoop twice repeated, and after a brief space several other volleys more remote
and in the quarter of Mr. Rogers’ house were heard and the
smoke of the firing seen at the fort.
Upon the first alarm Captain Lendrum drew in his men,
who were for the most part busily engaged without the pickets
securing the defenses, expecting an assault from the hammock
immediately fronting and flanking the fort, and not then knowing of the absence of General Thompson and the others, thinking
the firing was but a feint to draw him out to be cut off. Shortly,
however, the fact was made known to him, and about the same
time several whites and colored people, who had escaped from
the sutler’s house, came running in and apprised Captain Lendrum that Mr. Rogers, his clerks, and themselves, had been surprised at dinner, and that the three former had in all probability fallen into the hands of the Indians.
It was at this moment that Lieutenant Colonel Crane, of
the army, and myself, with an escort of six mounted militia upon
jaded horses, arrived at the fort by the rear of the hammock
from which the ambush arose. A command was instantly dispatched to succor and pursue if not too late, But the butchery
had been as brief as it was complete, and the last war-whoop
that had been heard was the signal for a precipitate retreat, and
the savage perpetrators were already beyond the reach of our
small force.
The bodies of General Thompson, Lieutenant Smith and Mr.
Kitzler were soon found and brought in; those of the others were
only discovered this morning. That of General Thompson was
perforated with fourteen bullets, and a deep knife wound in the
right breast. Those of Lieutenant Smith and Mr. Kitzler had
each received two bullets, and the head of the latter was so
broken that the brains had come out. The bodies of the two
found today were most shockingly mangled; the heads of each
very much broken, the body of Mr. Rogers was penetrated by
seventeen bullets, and that of the boy by two. All, saving the
boy, were scalped. The remains of these unfortunates were decently and properly interred today,
The cowardly murderers are supposed to be a party of the
Mickasookee tribe of forty or sixty strong, under the traitor
Powell, whose shrill peculiar war whoop was recognized by
our interpreters and the one or two friendly Indians we have at
the fort, who know it well. . . .
Two companies have been daily expected at this post from
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Fort Brooke for some time past and four in all are now hourly
looked for. It is strange they have not arrived before. I was
ordered by General Clinch to accompany Lieutenant Colonel
Crane to this post with the hope of finding this reinforcement
already here, and to aid in bringing it up to form a junction with
the combined forces of himself and General Call upon the
Withlacoochee. The present strength of these generals amounts
to something upwards of 200 United States troops and 500
mounted militia. In consequence of the non arrival of the companies from below, and the weak condition of Fort King, Colonel
Crane and myself are to remain here until further orders.

The reinforcements mentioned in the letter of
Lieutenant Harris were the troops of Major Dade. In
February, 1836, General Gaines arrived at Fort King
from Tampa Bay with a large force of men and from
thence marched to the Withlacoochee where he engaged the Indians and was beseiged for several days,
the command suffering for want of supplies until relief came through General Clinch, who brought supplies
and reinforcements from Fort Drane where headquarters for the army had been established.
Shortly after this Fort King was abandoned as a
military post and then re-established, only to again be
abandoned. 14 In the official communications we find
one from General Jesup in December, 1836, in which
he states that Fort King is out of position but will be
re-established if he can spare the troops. The following summer fifty men were assigned to duty at the
fort. Again in February, 1837, General Jesup notifies
the Washington authorities that he reserves the right
to re-establish Fort King, and in May, 1837, the garrison at Fort Armstrong was transferred to Fort King. 15
The Indians having retreated southward the field of
operations of the army was in that quarter and Fort
King was practically abandoned as a military post.
14
For these and the following statements see various reports
in American
State Papers, Indian Affairs and Military Affairs.
15
See frontispiece map in this number, on which most of the
military trails of this district radiate from Fort King.
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Meanwhile many efforts were made to end the war
by negotiations with the Indians and we find from the
official reports that Major General Macomb, a veteran of the War of 1812 and known as the Hero of
Plattsburg, came to Florida for this purpose. On May
18, 1839, he issued a proclamation 16 from Fort King,
at which point he had induced many of the leading Indians to meet him, as follows:
The Major General commanding in chief has the satisfaction
of announcing to the army in Florida, to the authorities of the
territory, and to citizens generally, that he has this day terminated the war with the Seminole Indians by an agreement entered
into with Chitto-Tustenuggee, principal chief of the Seminoles,
and successor to Arpeika, commonly called Sam Jones. . . .

By this arrangement the Indians had agreed to accept the territory assigned to them, which was to extend from Punta Rassa to Lake Istopoga. However,
this arrangement like the one previously made by
General Jesup on the Withlacoochee at Fort Dade was
not lasting, for in July the Indians made a murderous
attack on Colonel Harney and his command near Fort
Myers. Toward the end of -the war we again find Fort
King established as an important post on the military
road leading from northern Florida to Tampa Bay and
the south, but at the close of the war in 1842 it was
finally abandoned by the government.
The site then seems to have been taken over by the
civilian population, and it may be said that it was the
location of the first white settlement in Marion County,
for we find that in 1844, two years after the close of
the war, a convention of the inhabitants of East Florida was held at Fort King for the purpose of discussing the admission of Florida as a state. Upon the establishment, of Marion County the legislature provided
16

Sprague, op. cit.
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that the first county seat should be located at Fort
King 17 until a permanent seat should be designated by
the voters of the county at an election to be held for
that purpose. Shortly afterwards the election was
held and the county seat was established at Ocala.
At the present time the site of Fort King is in part
embraced in a farm, but traces of the stockade may be
found. A faint sandy trail connects the historic spot
with a paved highway not far away. Beautiful oak
trees surround the, pretty knolls on which the stockade stood. An old graveyard may be found; and
nearby the spring from which the Fort and settlement
obtained water still flows as in the days of Osceola.
FRED. CUBBERLY.
17
Acts of the Legislative Council of the Territory of Florida,
1844, p. 44.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol5/iss3/6

14

